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THE LEGACY OF THE SOVIET OFFENSIVES OF AUGUST 1945

BY JEFF MANKOFF | AUGUST 13, 2015

JAPAN, RUSSIA, UNITED STATES

The Second World War was an unparalleled calamity for the Soviet Union. As many as 27
million Soviet soldiers and civilians died as a result of the conflict that started with the German
invasion of Poland in September 1939 and ended with the Japanese surrender in August 1945,

Consumed by this existential struggle along its western border, the Soviet Union was a
comparatively minor factor in the Pacific War unt
intervention in the war against Japan allowed it to expand its influence along the Pacific Rim.

With the breakdown of Allied unity soon heralding the onset of the Cold War, Soviet gains in
Asia also left a legacy of division and confrontation, some of which endure into the present.

By the 1930s, Stalinds Soviet Union and | mperi al
powers with ambitions to extend their territorial holdings. In addition to a strategic rivalry dating

back to the 19th century, they now nursed an ideological enmity born of the Bolshevik
Revolution and the wultraconservatiitce. Inh93b,i t aryds
Japan signed the Anti Comintern Pact with Hitler
creation of the Axis (Fascist Italy would join the following year).
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The two militaries engaged in a series of skirmishes along the frontier between Soviet Siberia
and Japanese-occupied Manchuria (Manchukuo) during the late 1930s. The largest, at Khalkin
Gol in the summer of 1939, left more than 17,000 dead. Yet worried by growing tensions in
Europe and Southeast Asia, both Moscow and Tokyo recognized that their respective ambitions
in Manchuria were not worth the mounting costs and soon turned their attention to other
theaters.

Just two days after the German Wehrmacht launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941,
Moscow and Tokyo signed a non-aggression pact. Freed from the danger of a two-front war, the
Soviet Union was able to focus all its resources on resisting the German onslaught. The Red
Army consequently played virtually no role in the Pacific war that was soon raging, at least until
the very end.

While recognizing that Moscow had no resources to spare as long as its troops were tied down
in Europe, U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt nonetheless sought to enlist Soviet assistance in
the war against Japan once Germany had been defeated. Soviet leader Josef Stalin agreed,
aiming to expand Soviet borders in Asia. Stalin began building up Soviet forces in the Far East
once the tide of the war in Europe had turned following the Battle of Stalingrad.

At the February 1945 Yalta Conference, Stalin agreed that the Soviet Union would enter the war
against Japan three months after Germanyds surren
back southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands, which Japan had seized during the Russo-

Japanese War in 1904-05. Mongolia was also to be recognized as an independent state (it was
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already a Soviet client), and Soviet interests in the naval base at the Chinese port of Port Arthur
(Dalian) and the Manchurian railway that it had controlled before 1905 were to be respected.

Moscow subsequently declared war on Tokyo on August 8, 1945, two days after the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and one day before the second bomb fell on Nagasaki (though Western

hi storiography has |l ong emphasized the role of th
surrender, newly available Japanese documents emphasize the importance of the Soviet
decl aration of war in forcing Tokyods hand).

A massive invasion of Manchuria began the day after the Soviet declaration of war. Soviet
forces also conducted amphibiouslandi ngs al ong Japandés col oni al per.i
Territories, on Sakhalin Island, and in the northern part of the Korean Peninsula.

Washington and Moscow had agreed in advance to set up a joint trusteeship in Korea with an
eye towards establishing Korea, under Japanese colonial rule since 1910, as an independent
state. As in Europe, the U.S. and Soviet Union each received an occupation zone, on either side
of the 38th parallel. Unable to reach an agreement on a government for both zones, the U.S.
and Soviet trustees presided over the establishment of competing Korean governments for the
north (Pyongyang) and south (Seoul). The stage was set for the Korean War, which broke out in
January 1950 when North Korean forces poured across the 38th parallel, by then an
international border.

The Soviet landings in Sakhalin faced significant Japanese resistance, but gradually succeeded

in consolidating control over the entire island. Until 1945, Sakhalin was usually divided between

a Russian zone in the north and a Japanese zone in the south. Russia and Japan had struggled

over this large, sparsely populated island for more than a century, with the 1855 Treaty of

Shimoda specifying that Russians could live in the north of the island and Japanese in the

south. Japan relinquished its claims in 1875, but then seized the island during the Russo-

Japanese War before returning the northern half t
San Francisco, which formally ended the war in the Pacific, Japan ceded all claims to Sakhalin,

leaving the island under Soviet control even though Moscow had declined to sign the treaty.

The Soviet refusal to sign was more problematic with regard to a group of small islands

nort heast of Hokkai do and s oenindula #isup, KanhshiRussi abs K
Shikotan, and Habomai. These islands had also been subject of a Russo-Japanese quarrel

dating back to the 19th century. Moscow regarded these islands as the southernmost part of the

Kurile chain, which Japan had renounced at San Francisco. The treaty neither specified,

however, which islands belonged to the Kurile chain, nor recognized Soviet control over them.

Japan, backed up by the U.S. argued that the four islands do not belong to the Kuriles, and that

the USSR was illegally occupying them.

The dispute over these islands has prevented an agreement formally ending hostilities between

Japan and Russia (as the USSR6s |l egal successor)
sensitive to nationalist factions in both Moscow and Tokyo, despite periodic efforts by diplomats

on both sides to reach an agreement.

With both Russia and Japan increasingly wary of Chinese power in the Asia-Pacific, four
sparsely populated outposts at the edge of the Sea of Okhotsk remain in many ways the biggest
impediment to a rapprochement between Moscow and Tokyo that could reshape Asian



geopolitics.

Meanwhile, the division of Korea has already sparked one major war, along with and untold

suffering inside totalitarian North Korea. With 30,000 American troops still stationed in South

Korea across the DMZ from an increasingly paranoid, nuclear armed North Korea, the Korean
Peninsula remains one of the worldbds most dangero

Stalinds intervention in the watinmanyadyqitst Japan ca
continues shaping the Asian security environment six decades later.
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IF THE ATOMIC BOMB HAD NOT BEEN USED
' by KARL T. COMPTON

group of scientists and enginecrs interrogating the sincere conviction of these best-informed officers
an intelligent, well-informed Japanese Army that o desperate and costly struggle was still ahead.
officer in Yokohama. We asked him what, in his  Finally, 1 spent the first month after V-J Day in
opinion, would have been the next major move if  Japan, where I could ascertain at first hand both
the war had continued. He replied: “You would the physical and the psychological state of that
probably have tried to invade our homelond with  country. Some of the Japanese whom L consulted
a landing operation on Kyushu about November 1.  were my scientific and personal friends of long
I think the attack would have been made on such  standing. .
and such beaches.” From this background I believe, with complete
“Could you have repelled this landing?” we  conviction, that the use of tho atomic bomb saved
asked, and he answered: “It would have been a hundreds of thousands — perhaps geveral millicns

!BOU‘X’ a week after V-J Day I was one ofasmall I learned something of the invasion plans and of

very desperate fight, put I do not think we could —of lives, both American and Japanese; that
have stonped you.” without its use the war would have continued for
“What would have happened then?” we asked. many months; that no one of good conseience know-

He replied: “ We would have kept on fighting until ing, as Secretary Stimson and the Chiefs of Staff
all Japanese were killed, but we would not have did, what was probably ahcad and what the atomic
been defeated,” by which he meant thar they bomb might accomplish could have made any dif-

would not have been disgraced by surrender. ferent decision. Let some of the facts speak for
* It is easy now, after the event, to look back and  themselves.
P sai th;:t Ja}l:a "fwas alreacllly . be;iten _na.ufon, z}xlnd ko Was the use of the atomic bomb inhuman? All
Z ask what therefore was the just cation for the use  ar s inhuman. Here are some comparisons of the

;)flthe at;mic bomb t:‘}ﬁkillmss many tho:xs?nd: of  jtomic bombing with conventional bombing. At
lploes Tapancse in this inhuman way; further- Hiroshima the atomic bomb killed about 80,000
. more, should we not better have kept it to ourselves people, pulverize d about five square miles, an d

as a secret weapon for future use, if necessary?  yrocked an additional ten square miles of the city,

This argument has been advanced often, but it  Lith decreasing damage out to seves or eight miles

cna
weh
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scems to me utterly fallacious. : from the center. At Nagasaki the fatal casualties e o
I had,_ perhaps, an unusual opportunity to know - ware 45,000 and the area wrecked was considerably

the pertinent facts from several angles, yet I was smallor than at Hiroshima because of the conﬁgur'a-

without responsibility for any of the decisions. I tion of the city

can thercfore speak without doing so defensively. Compare ‘bis with the results of two B-29 in-

o While my role in the atomic bomb development  condiary raids over Tokyo. One of these raids killed
was a very minor one, X was a member of t:he group  hout 125,000 people, the other nearly 100,000.
called together by Secretary of War Stimson to Of the 210 square miles of greater Tokyo, 85

assist him in plans for its test, usc, and subsequent  gouare miles of the densest part was dest.royec,l as
handling. Then, shortly before Hiroshima, Lbecame  completely, for all practical purposcs, as were the
‘EW‘Cth to General M.“CA“,h“r in Manila, and  _onters of Hiroshima and Nagasaki; about half the
et or v monhs wih b saF. Tn this W07 uings wore dewrosed b IS

A pliysicist and the frst of three brothers to hecome college sguarc miles; the number Of peoplc driven home-
presidunts, Kary, T. Conerox hus been the ot of Massachnsetts  less out of Tokyo was con.sxdembly Jarger than the
Tastitute of Tuchaology since 1930 During the war he served ina population of greater Chicago. These figures are
numbes of Wnr.proj:cls in close assaciation with Dr. Voaunevar based on information given us in Tokyo and on a
Bush and President Jumes B. Conant of Harvard. He wasa  detailed study of the air reconnaissance maps. They
mernber of Lhe National Defense Research Corunittee, Chief of ' < 5

the Office of Field Service of the OSRD. and an observer on muy be somewhat in verror but are certainly of the
General MacArthur's staff directly after ¥-J Day right order of magnitnde.
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IF THE ATOMIC BOMB

7 Was Japan olready bealen before the atomic bomb¥
The answer is certainly “yes’ in the sense that
the fortunes of war had turned against her. The
answer is “no”’” in the sense that she was still fight-
ing desperately and there was every reason to believe
that she would continue to do so; and this is the
only answer that has any practical significance.

General MacArthur's stafl anticipated about
50,000 American casualties and several times that
number of Japanese casualties in the November 1
operation to establish the initial beachheads on
Kyushu. After that they expected a far more costly
struggle before the Japanese homeland was subdued.
There was every reason to think that the Japanese
would defend their homeland with even greater
fanaticism than when they fought to the death on
Iwo Jima and Okinawa. No' American soldier who
survived the bloody struggles on these islands has
much sympathy with the view that battle with
the Japanesc was over as soon as it was clear that
their ultimate situation was hopeless. No, there
was every reason to expect a terrible struggle long
after the point at which some people can now look
back and say, “Japan was already beaten.”

A month after our occupation I heard General
MacArthur say that even then, if the Japanese
government lost control over its people and the
millions of former Japanese soldiers took t6 guerrilla
warfare in the mountains, it could take a mililon
American troops ten years to master the situation.

That this was not an impossibility is shown by
the following fact, which I have not seen reported.
We recall the long period of nearly three weeks
between the Japanese offer to surrender and the
actual surrender on September 2. This was needed
in order to arrange details of the surrender and
occupation and to permit the Japanese government
to prepare its people 1o accept the capitulation.
It is not generally realized that there was threat of
a revolt against the government, led by an Army
group supported by the peasants, to seize control
and continue the war. For several days it was touch
and go as to whether the people would follow their
rovernment in surrender.

The bulk of the Japanese people did not consider
themselves beaten; in fact they believed they were
winning in spite of the terrible punishment they
had taken. They watched the paper balloons take
off and float eastward in the wind, confident that
these were carrying a terrible retribution to the
United States in revenge for our air raids.

We gained a vivid insight into the state of knowl-
edge and morzale of the ordinary Japanese soldier
from a young private who had served through the
war in the Japanese Army. He had lived since
babyhood in America, and had graduated in 1940
from Massachusetts Institute of Technology. This
lad, thoroughly American in outlook, had gone with
his family to visit relatives shortly after his gradua-
tion. They were canght in the mobilization and he
was drafted into the Army.
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This young Japanese told us that all his fellow
soldiers believed that Japan was winning the war.
To them the losses of Iwo Jima and Okinawa were
parts of a grand strategy to lure the American forces -
closer and closer to the homeland, until they could
be pounced upon and utteriy annihilated. He him-
self had come to have some doubts as a result of
various inconsistencies in official reports. Also he
had seen the Ford assembly line in operation and
knew that Japan could not match America in war
production. But none of the soldiers had any
inkling of the true situation until one night, at
ten-thirty, his regiment was called to hear the
reading of the surrender proclamation.

Did the atomic bomb bring about the end of the
war? That it would do so was the calculated gamble
and hope of Mr. Stimson, General Marshall, and
their associates. The facts are these, On July 26,
1945, the Potsdam Ultimatum called on Japan to
surrender unconditionally. On July 29 Premier
Suzuki issued a statement, purportedly at a cabinet
press conference, scorning as unworthy of official
notice the surrender ultimatum, and emphasizing
the increasing rate of Japanese aircraft production.
Eight days later, on August 6, the first atomic bomb
was dropped on Hiroshima; the second was dropped
on August 8 on Nagaseki; on ilie following day,
August 10, Japan declared its intention to surrender,
and on August 14 accepted the Potsdam terms.

On the basis of these facts, I cannot believe that,
without the atomic bomb, the surrender would have
come without a great deal more of costly struggle and
bloodshed.

Exactly what role the atomic bomb played will
always allow some scope for conjecture. A survey
has shown that it did not have much immediate
effect on the common people far from the two
bombed cities; they knew little or nothing of it.
The even more disastrous conventional bombing of
Tokyo and other cities had not brought the people
into the moed to surrender.

The evidence points to a combination of factors.
(1) Some of the more informed and intelligent ele-
ments in Japanese official circles realized that they
were fighting a losing battle and that complete
destruction Iay ahead if the war continued. These
elements, however, were not powerful enough to’
sway the situation against the dominating Army
organization, backed by the profiteering indus-
trialists, the peasants, and the ignorant masses.
{2) The atomic bomb introduced a dramatic new
element into the situation, which strengthened the
hands of those who sought peace and provided a
face-saving argument for those who had hitherto
advocated continued war. (3) When the second
atomic bomb was dropped, it became clear that this
was not an isolated weapon, but that there were
others to follow. With dread prospect of a deluge of
these terrible bombs and no possibility of preventing
them, the argument for surrender was made con-







